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Abstract 

 

I have often heard colleagues, EFL practitioners, complaining that learning 

management systems are more concerned with the management of learning 

rather than the process of learning. This chapter attempts to show how LMS 

can be used to deliver blended-learning that focuses primarily on the process of 

learning. First, the chapter discusses issues regarding blended learning and 

learning management systems. Then, the chapter provides a detailed account of 

how one particularly LMS, Blackboard Vista (BBV), has been used to help 

deliver blended learning in a foundations-level (pre-university) English 

programme. Finally, ways in which LMS-based courses can be made more 

dynamic, such as using interactive materials, discussion forums and weblogs, 

and collaboration tools, and hence provide blended learning focusing on the 

process of learning, are discussed. 

 
Introduction 
 
In recent years, educational institutions have been investing heavily in integrating technology 

into the learning/teaching process. Nowadays, most students have access to computers and the 

internet, many classrooms have interactive whiteboards and a lot of material is available in 

electronic format. Institutions now expect their teachers to integrate this new technology with 

traditional classroom teaching practices to give their students more “blended-learning” 

opportunities. To help teachers deliver this blended learning, institutions have started using 

learning management systems (LMS). While a LMS can certainly help teachers deliver 

blended learning, it can also hinder the delivery if used blindly. This paper discusses how one 

particular LMS, Blackboard Vista (BBV), has been used to deliver blended learning in a 

foundations-level English programme at the Sharjah Higher Colleges of Technology (SHCT) 

in the UAE.  
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First, the chapter briefly discusses issues concerning blended learning and learning 

management systems (LMS). Then, there is a description of the research site featured in this 

chapter and its use of Blackboard Vista (BBV). Next, there is a discussion on how BBV has 

been used to help teachers deliver blended learning in a foundations-level English programme. 

Finally, the areas in which BBV has the potential to hinder the process of learning are 

identified and ways in which BBV can be used to further enhance blended learning delivery 

are proposed. 

 

Blended Learning 
There is no doubt that blended learning is a “hot topic” (MacDonald 2007, p.2) within 

educational circles at the moment. However, it is not a new concept. It has long been used in 

the business community but is now gaining more currency in the area of EFL teaching 

(Sharma & Barrett 2007). Its new found popularity may also result from educators’ 

disappointment with fully online courses: educators now realize that a balance between online 

and face-to-face delivery is perhaps a more effective teaching strategy (Mason 2002, 

Laurillard 2002, MacDonald 2007).  

 

But what exactly is blended learning? There is no one exact definition, but generally it is 

learning that mixes features of traditional teacher-led instruction with features of instruction 

delivered using a range of technologies—it can be a combination of face-to-face classroom 

learning, live e-learning using synchronous online technologies, or self-paced learning 

delivered over the internet or on CD-ROM (Singh 2003; Alvarez 2005; Littlejohn & Pegler 

2007; Sharma & Barrett 2007).  

 

And can blended learning lead to more effective learning? When used blindly, it can result in 

a mixed-bag of online materials with little relevance to what is going on in the classroom 

(Sharma & Barrett 2007). However, when used in a structured way, blended learning can 

allow educators to mix different teaching materials and tools into an effective, integrated 

course (Bersin 2004) and “enhance the classroom component of courses, and [give] learners 

the opportunity to work at their own pace and follow their own interests” (Sharma & Barrett 

2007, p.8). Surveys have shown that blended learning can indeed produce a better learning 

outcome. For example, Singh (2003) cites a survey by the University of Tennessee 

Physician’s Executive MBA (PEMBA) program for mid-career doctors showing that blended 

learning programs can reduce both cost and completion time. More significantly, this survey 

showed a 10% better learning outcome than by using regular classroom learning—“the first 
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formal study to show significant improvements from e-learning rather than just equivalent 

outcomes” (Singh 2003, n.p.). In addition, Alshazly (2006) writes about the success of 

blended learning at the HES Amsterdam School of Business. In 2000, when learning was 

face-to-face, only 52% of students successfully passed courses; in 2001, when e-learning 

components were added to courses, 68% of students passed, and in 2002 this figure increased 

dramatically to 90%. HES attribute this success to “increased interaction with instructors, 

peers and course content [which] created greater enthusiasm within students to participate and 

gauge their own success in their courses” (Alshazly 2006:8). Finally, research done by the 

Computer Science (CS) department at my previous institution, the King Fahd University of 

Petroleum and Minerals, also adds weight to the effectiveness of blended learning. Over a 

ten-semester period between 1999 and 2002, the CS department offered a module in both 

face-to-face and online mode. The online mode option was blended as laboratory work was 

face-to-face and lectures, tutorials and quizzes were delivered over the internet using both 

synchronous and asynchronous formats. 539 students took the face-to-face option and 605 

students took the online option. In the final exams for the module, online students did better 

(average GPA of 2.617) than their face-to-face counterparts (average GPA of 2.524); In 

addition to better scores, Junaidu and Al-Ghamdi (2004:12) write that “there was about 25% 

more content coverage (covering both depth and breadth) in the online offerings than in the 

F2F offerings”. These surveys do suggest that blended learning can indeed lead to more 

effective learning. 

 
Learning management systems 
Blended learning can be delivered using tools like shared folders and websites. However, 

these tools have limitations: shared folders lack interactivity, websites require some 

programming skills, and both lack student monitoring and effective communication tools. 

Therefore, more and more educational institutes are investing in learning management 

systems (LMS) to deliver blended learning. A LMS typically incorporates the following: 
 

• learning management facilities including online registration, user 

authentication, online assessment on demand, progress monitoring and 

reporting for individuals, groups and course material usage, the capacity to 

update content and preferably the ability to modify course content for the 

individual student; 

• a bank or directory of learning resources; 
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• collaborative facilities such as file sharing and shared work space, preferably 

with application sharing and shared whiteboard facilities; 

• messaging systems including one-to-one, one-to-many and many-to-many, 

preferably with the many-to-many feature available synchronously. 

 (Inglis, Ling and Joosten 1999:68) 

 

One major advantage of using an LMS is that it provides templates which allow teachers with 

little or no website programming expertise to create a course website that includes a range of 

interactive tools and can store course content in electronic format (Goodwin-Jones 2002; 

Jafari 2005). However, using template-based systems can restrict individualization within 

courses: teachers can become too dependent on the functions of certain templates and are 

reluctant to try new and creative ways of using IT and multimedia within their courses. 

Goodwin-Jones (2002, p.13) also writes that “while a LMS provides significant functions, it 

is designed for general educational use, not specifically for language learning”. Therefore, it 

is very important for EFL teachers to realise that while a LMS can be a powerful tool for 

delivering blended learning, it can also hinder course individuality.  

 

At present, there are a number of LMS available, such as FirstClass, Moodle and 

Blackboard/WebCT. Blackboard/WebCT is currently the market leader and one of their 

products, Blackboard Vista (BBV), is used at the Sharjah Higher Colleges of Technology 

(SHCT). BBV incorporates most of the features of a good LMS and, if used in a structured 

way, can help teachers provide a better blended learning environment for their students. The 

remainder of the chapter discusses how a LMS, in particular BBV, can help, and sometimes 

hinder, the delivery of blended learning, and hence the process of learning, in an English 

programme.  

 
Sharjah Higher Colleges of Technology (SHCT) and its use of BBV 
SHCT is part of the UAE’s Higher Colleges of Technology system for Emirati nationals. It 

offers mainly 2 and 3-year diploma courses and some 4-year degree courses in fields such as 

engineering, IT, business, health sciences, media studies and education. SHCT is split into two 

colleges: one male, the other female. Students coming into the colleges are high-school 

graduates and generally have insufficient English-language skills for their planned courses of 

study. Therefore, all students must do a year of study in a foundations programme in which 

they mainly study English, but there are also computing, mathematics and study skills courses. 
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The foundations programme is split into two strands: higher diploma for the stronger students 

and diploma for the weaker ones.  

 

Like many educational institutions, SHCT has also invested heavily in technology. All 

classrooms have computers, most have smartboards and students have ample access to 

computers. In addition, there are many educational software packages available to teachers 

and students. Teachers are also encouraged to use a variety of software to develop their own 

materials, both for the classroom and online. However, storage and access of all these course 

materials was a concern for SCHT management. Materials were stored in a number of 

locations: in personal folders, departmental folders and in our course management system. As 

a new teacher in 2007, I found it very difficult to know what to use and where to find it. 

Management wanted to use BBV as a structured repository for these materials across the 

whole of the foundations programme. I was asked to implement this project, using the 

diploma foundations English course as the template for the other foundations courses. The 

immediate priority was to use BBV to show teachers and students what they would learn 

during the one-year foundations programme and give them electronic access to materials. I 

viewed this as the first stage in creating a blended-learning environment in the foundations 

programme. At this early stage, extra online materials were not a priority but to be added on 

as time allowed. Based on these specifications, I created an English BBV courses for semester 

1. As the diploma foundations English programme follows a thematic curriculum based on the 

main textbook, I split the BBV course into thematic modules (see figure 1 below), with each 

module containing the learning points, main materials used and any useful extra materials (see 

figure 2 below).  
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Figure 1: semester 1 BBV English course homepage 
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Figure 2: semester 1 BBV English course module 
 

All the diploma foundations students were enrolled into the above course. I had the lone 

designer access to the course. The other diploma foundations English teachers had instructor 

access which allowed them to monitor students, view the grade book and use the discussion 

forum with their students. However, they weren’t able to upload material to the course. 

Students started using, albeit sparingly, the newly-created English BBV course in week 9 of 

semester one of the 2007/2008 academic year. It wasn’t until the second semester that usage 

of the BBV course really took off.  

 

The reasons for the increased usage of the BBV English course and how it helped with the 

delivery of blended learning within the diploma foundations English programme will now be 

discussed in detail. 

 

Using BBV to help deliver blended learning 
Semester 1 BBV course problems  

As mentioned previously, semester 1 usage of the BBV English course was low in comparison 

to semester 2 (see table 1 below).  

 
Semester 1 2
Number of students: 412 350
Number of weeks used: 10 16
Total student sessions: 3742 11946
Avg. student sessions per week: 37.42 746.63
Avg. number of sessions per student: 9.08 34.13
Avg. student session length (minutes): 11.5 20.07
Avg. total student usage (minutes): 104.42 684.99

Table 1: BBV English course usage in semesters 1 and 2 
 

On average, students used the BBV course for 685 minutes in semester 2 in comparison to 

104 minutes in semester 1, an almost seven-fold increase. There are number of reasons for 

this. The most obvious one is that students only used the BBV course for the final 10 weeks 

 



 
of semester 1 in comparison to 16 weeks in semester 2. But the main reasons are less obvious. 

First, lack of familiarity with using computers and BBV as teaching tools and the resultant 

“computer anxiety” (Stephenson & Harold, 2008, p.322) may have made teachers reluctant to 

use the course with their students. Secondly, lack of resources and development time meant 

that online materials available in the semester 1 course were insufficient for truly blended 

learning to take place. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, use of the BBV course was not 

mandatory and there was no graded online component used as part of the formal assessment 

mechanism. It had been hoped that students (and teachers) would be motivated by having an 

inherent interest in using technology to learn (Intrinsic Hypothesis—Skehan 1989, p.49), but 

as argued by Collis and Mooneen (2001, p.107):  

 

[b]y and large, students [and teachers!] are not intrinsically motivated by 

change or use of technology; if activities are not part of the evaluation process 

of the course (i.e. if they are not graded), then many students are not likely to 

take part. Students are pragmatic and busy; they do what they must do to meet 

the requirements of the course. 

 

They are suggesting a carrot and stick approach: external influences and incentives (teacher 

input and evaluation) are needed to improve a learner’s motivation (Carrot and Stick 

Hypothesis—Skehan, 1989, p.50). The semester 1 BBV course lacked this carrot and stick 

approach. It needed three major improvements: 1) more teacher input, 2) more blending with 

the regular classroom learning, and 3) more graded material. These problems weren’t the fault 

of BBV as it provides the tools needed for blending and grading; instead, it was an 

instructional design flaw due to lack of time and resources. So for the semester 2 BBV 

course, I set about implementing the above three improvements; in the process, I hoped to 

show that when used in a structured way, BBV can indeed help deliver blended learning that 

can hopefully improve the learning experience of our students. 

 

Semester 2 BBV course improvements 
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Figure 3: semester 2 BBV English course homepage 
 

 



 
The semester 2 BBV course followed the same format as the semester 1 course with thematic 

modules split into learning points, main and extra classroom material and online material (see 

figure 3 above). Once again, lack of time and resources meant that very little online material 

could be produced for the semester 2 BBV course. Fortunately, in 2006, my colleagues had 

developed online material as part of a general diploma foundations project. I was able to 

modify this material to fit into the semester 2 BBV course as the “independent learning tasks” 

(ILT) module (circled in figure 3). Doing this also allowed me to implement improvements in 

the three areas outlined previously. 

 

More teacher input: In semester 1, the available online materials were developed solely by 

myself. I used them regularly with my students, but the other teachers less so. This may have 

resulted from a lack of ownership on the part of the other teachers. By adding materials that 

my colleagues had developed, the semester 2 BBV course had a new “sense of joint 

enterprise and identity” (Smith 2003, p.3); hence, teachers were more inclined to encourage 

their students to use the course.  

 

More blending with regular classroom learning: The additional online material, i.e. the ILT 

module, was built around the themes of the semester 2 curriculum (see figure 4 below), 

ensuring a better blend. Not only that, activities within the materials (see figure 5 below) were 

based on actual activities that might appear on progress tests and the final exams. The online 

materials within the BBV course were now much more like actual activities in the classroom; 

hence, a better blended-learning environment had been created with BBV being used as the 

delivery tool. 
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Figure 4: semester 2 ILT modules 
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Figure 5: ILT sub-module 
 

More graded material: While the above two improvements may have helped to increase BBV 

course usage, the addition of BBV graded assessments was without doubt the most effective 

improvement. The final score from these graded assessment made up almost 5% of the 

students’ final course grade, thereby motivating both teachers and students to use them. Table 

2 below shows tool usage for the semester 2 course.  

 

Tool  Total Usage % 
File  55.81% 
My Grades  19.19% 
Assessments  17.06% 
Folder  7.06% 
Discussions  0.38% 
Other  0.50% 

Table 2: Tool usage in the semester 2 BBV course 
 

Initially, it appears that BBV graded assessments weren’t too important. Their usage only 

took up 17% of the total. Access of files topped the usage at almost 56%. However, the ILT 

modules were designed so as not to have students continually doing graded assessments. 

Students needed to access formative self-test files before being able to do the summative 

graded assessments: without accessing the lead-in files, students would score badly on the 

graded assessment (see figure 5, “Reading 1”, above). On looking closer at file access, almost 

every file accessed was part of the ILT module. Another interesting statistic is that the My 

Grades tool took up over 19% of total usage. This may have resulted from a problem with 

BBV: when students finished the assessments, there was usually a “learning module” error. 

To see their score, they needed to use the My Grades tool. But it does show how motivated 

students are by assessment scores.  
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igure 6: Student sessions per week in semester 2 

. These 

odifications should hopefully make the ILT module a more effective learning tool.  

Semester 2 BBV course problems 

The above three improvements enabled the semester 2 BBV course to deliver a better 

blended-learning environment. SHCT management, faculty and students were generally 

satisfied with the outcome. However, there were some obvious problems. First, there were 

instances of students repeating graded assessments up to 15 times in order to get full marks! 

While there’s no doubt that repetition is important for language learning, in this instance it 

may be better to have students move forward and then go back at a later date. Secondly, as 

figure 6 shows, student usage peaked dramatically in the last three weeks of semester 2 (see 

figure 6 below) due to procrastinating students cramming to get a better ILT module score. 

This created some negativity in students towards using BBV as they began t

c
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Solutions to the above problems should be relatively simple. For future ILT modules, I have 

proposed that students only have 3 attempts at each graded assessment; however, if students 

perform badly, they can redo the ILT modules at a later date as remediation work. In addition, 

rather than having one deadline at the end of the semester, there will be deadlines for each 

sub-module spread evenly over the semester, thereby ensuring more even usage

m

 

But the semester 2 BBV course had one more major problem: it lacked dynamism. Some 

teachers expressed concern about BBV being very “static”—it was only acting as a repository 

for materials that were already stored on departmental drives. Moreover, they felt that BBV 

interactivity was limited to “a, b, c type” (multiple choice) quizzes and the only reason their 

students used the BBV course was because it was part of their course work grade. On looking 

closer at average student usage, it can be seen that there is still more scope to use BBV to 

deliver blended learning. On average, each student used the BBV course for 43 minutes per 

week; however, students were schedule for two 55-minute lessons in the computer lab. 
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 on the process of learning so as 

achers, and more importantly, students keep using them. 

do this, but this chapter focuses on the 

evelopment of the three types of materials below.  

Ideally, I would like to see average student usage at a minimum of 90 minutes per week, but 

to achieve this, future BBV courses need to focus more

te

 

Making LMS courses that focus on the process of learning  
While the templates provided by LMS allow teachers with little technological experience to 

easily add material, over-reliance on them can hinder creativity. So to make LMS courses 

more dynamic, it’s advisable to incorporate materials developed using non-LMS software. 

There is a huge variety of software available to 

d

 

1.  Interactive, task-based learning materials using authentic, web-based materials: The web 

offers teachers a wide variety of authentic material that can be used with all levels of learners 

(Dudeney and Hockly, 2007). Links to these materials can be incorporated into interactive 

“html” files. These files, which can contain a variety of activities and allow for instant 

feedback, can be made relatively quickly using software such as Dreamweaver and Wimba 

Create (see figure 7 below). 

  
Figure 7: interactive “html” file with web link 

 



 

12 

 
Figure 8: WebQuest outline 
 

Incorporating these files within a task-based learning framework, such as in a “WebQuest” 

(Dodge, 2001, p.7), can provide a learning environment in which learners are engaged, 

challenged and thus motivated (Ellis, 2003, p.209). Figure 8 above shows the outline of a 

WebQuest. Learners do a series of tasks in which they find information on the internet and, 

more importantly, use this information to produce a paragraph. The WebQuest is thus 

replicating a “real-world” use of the internet.   

 

2. Weblogs (blogs): Weblogs and blogging are examples of social software; they have created 

online communities built around common topics or interests (Dudeney and Hockly, 2007). 

When used in a learning environment, they enable students to participate in social 

engagements that allow learning or knowledge acquisition to occur (Lave and Wegner, 

1991). Weblogs also create “a self-awareness in students of an authentic audience” (Bray 

and Johnson, 2008, pg.283), which in turn will produce better student output. LMS usually 

have a blogging feature (see figure 9 below) but they can be a little dry. To make the 

learning more exciting, external weblogs can be used within an LMS. Our institution uses 

its own blog, Tawasul (see figure 10 below), which provides a more engaging learning 

experience for the students. 

 

 
Figure 9: BBV blog entry 
 

 



 

13 

 
Figure 10: Tawasul blog entry 
 

3.  Collaborative projects: As mentioned above, the social engagements provided by weblogs 

can help learning to occur. However, research over the years has provided evidence that 

discussions used when working collaboratively can lead to higher levels of learning (Lee-

Ernest, 2008). LMS can also provide collaborative work environments, usually in the form 

of a wiki (a document[s] available online that can be edited by a number of people). As 

BBV has no built in wiki tool, and I find other free wikis on the Web somewhat restricted, I 

use Microsoft OneNote, within the BBV framework, for managing collaborative projects. 

For example, figure 11 below shows a football-related project. A small group of students 

(five members) is allocated a team and, using the internet, each member finds particular 

information about the team and puts this information into the OneNote file. Finally, a mini-

essay about the team is created using each members contribution.  

 

 
Figure 11: A collaborative project using Microsoft OneNote 

 

 



 
3 Conclusion 
Increased use of technology in educational institutions has led to a rise in the use of blended learning 

in the classroom. While there are many ways to deliver blended learning, incorporating blended-

learning materials within a learning management system (LMS) is one of the most effective. LMS 

have a variety of tools that allow teachers with little technological expertise to manage the learning 

environment and create blended-learning materials. However, over-reliance on the LMS tools can 

restrict the types of materials developed. Therefore, in order to use LMS to focus more on the process 

of learning, it is necessary to use external software packages to make more creative blended-learning 

materials such as interactive “html” files, weblogs and collaborative projects. 
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